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A few days ago the Courier Mail reported from the National Press Club that 
prominent novelist Thomas Keneally criticised our refugee policy and 
compared immigration minister Philip Ruddock “to a boy who was finally 
allowed on to a football team and felt he had to prove himself to be tougher 
than anyone else.’  
 
There has been a spectacular revival of the author as an authoritative public 
voice on social and ethical matters (as well as a celebrity vital to the 
marketing process of the book/product).  
 
For a couple of decades there was a rumour spread by shoulder-shrugging 
French theorists that the author was dead. But recently writers seem to have 
been pushing up the lid of their crypt and climbing out into the sunlight and 
also the spotlight. 
 
There are famous precedents. In the mid-nineteenth century, Charles Dickens 
was so influential as a social critic that changes were made to legislation. 
Predating Bob Geldorf by more than half a century, in 1912 an event was 
organised in London to raise funds for victims of the Titanic sinking. Writers 
like Thomas Hardy were asked to appear and read work about the disaster. 
(Hardy’s poem was pretty awful, but it worked well as a fund-raiser). 
 
Now, in the 21st century, 9/11 and the Iraq war have drawn comment by an 
impressive list of distinguished writers, including Susan Sontag, Norman 
Mailer, Arthur Miller, Margaret Drabble, David Malouf, Peter Carey, Jonathon 
Franzen, Doris Lessing and Harold Pinter. 
 
Sontag became the object of virulent hatred when her letter to The New 
Yorker less than two weeks after 9/11, expressed what millions thought, but 
were afraid to say: “Let’s by all means grieve together. But let’s not be stupid 
together. A few shreds of historical awareness might help us to understand 
what has just happened …”  
 
Australians have been outspoken as well. David Malouf has long assumed the 
role of public commentator, and Peter Carey wrote in The Observer about the 
anguish of knowing his wife was shopping in one of the twin towers at the time 
of the terrorist attack. Poet John Kinsella received threats in America, not only 
for arguing against the Iraq war, but even for condemning college date rape. 
 
Margaret Drabble, a foremost British novelist, showed how a fine writer can 
use language, metaphor and an eye for absurdity. Describing US warplanes 
in Iraq painted with grinning cartoon faces, she lamented: “This great and 
powerful nation bombs … the people in those cities from Disneyland cartoon 
planes out of comic strips. This is simply not possible. And yet, there they 
were.” John Le Carre wrote similarly for The Times: “America has entered one 
of its periods of historic madness…” 
 
Harold Pinter, probably the greatest living British playwright, has spoken out 
strongly: “The American administration is now a bloodthirsty wild animal. 
Bombs are its only vocabulary”. In The Observer, Gore Vidal stingingly 
questioned the “Bush junta’s” motives for the war in Afghanistan. Authors do 
not have to mince their words. They have no one to answer to. They tend to 
abhor platitudes and Orwellian euphemisms such as “collateral damage” and 
“friendly fire”. 
 
Twentieth century American heavyweight, Norman Mailer has written most 
critically about the war and President Bush, in a searing article in the New 
York Review of Books: “Gods and demons were invading the US, coming 
right in off the TV screen”.  While he attracted much hostility for doing so, he 
also reassured others that one can be patriotic without assenting passively to 
the erosion of democracy.  
 
It is a current truism that people are looking for a moral compass – and 
distrust the self-interest of politicians, lawyer-directed clergy and profit-
directed corporations. Perhaps this explains the turning toward high-profile 
artists as independent ethical voices. But how many writers are prepared for 
that role? Even Mailer says pessimistically in his recent book on writing: 
“Writers aren’t taken seriously anymore … we’ve spent too much time 
exploring ourselves.”  
 
Perhaps he is right – post-modern playfulness offers little challenge to power 
relations – and neither, it seems, does fame. Even Nelson Mandela’s recent 
condemnation of President Bush did not make the White House falter for a 
second, though Mandela is the closest thing the world has to a living saint.   
 
I have a fantasy: At a press conference, J,K.Rowling calls on the US to 
cooperate with the United Nations, to abolish the death penalty, and to treat 
the Palestinians and Israelis with equal empathy. I can see the headlines: 
“Harry Potter speaks out.” And the next day: “’I’ve been a dumb muggle’ says 
President: policy changes promised.”  Well – one can dream. 
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